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Worker Mobilization In Twenty-First Century Liberalism 
Abstract 
Over the past decades, capitalist democracies across the OECD have transitioned from manufacturing to 
models for growth based on dynamic services. In many countries, the transition to the knowledge 
economy has been accompanied by a process of liberalization, whereby market forces are disembedded 
from institutions for social protection. As a result, inequality has risen and insecurity has spread. While 
some scholars suggest that liberalization is an unavoidable structural characteristic of the knowledge 
economy, this dissertation offers an alternative. 
I argue that rising inequality and spreading insecurity are the result of a shift in the discourse surrounding 
production, and that this shift has restructured the balance of power between employers and workers. 
This discursive approach captures the threat that workers face in the knowledge economy by illustrating 
the connection between employers’ orientation to shareholder value and their adoption of new strategies 
to control the workplace. Focusing on discursive contests in the workplace sheds light on the strategies 
that workers can develop to protect their rights despite their distance from labor’s traditional power 
resources, particularly unions. 
I trace workers’ responses to downsizing at four sites of multinational technology firms in the US and 
Germany in order to uncover the causal mechanisms that explain why workers acquiesce to dismissals in 
some cases but resist in others. In the knowledge economy, managers justify dismissals in a primarily 
financial discourse that disposes workers to believe that downsizing is the unavoidable consequence of 
global market forces. Workers can redeploy this discourse to critique management’s justification and 
motivate workers to pressure management into considering alternatives to downsizing. I find that workers 
mobilize against downsizing when they develop counterhegemonic strategies that credibly demonstrate 
that collective action can be effective. National institutions do not automatically protect workers from 
employer discretion, but with enough creativity, workers can find ways to activate them. 
By illustrating the causal mechanisms that shape power relations in the knowledge economy, this 
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capital’s	ability	to	weaken	workers	by	setting	them	against	one	another.	As	long	as	
workers	are	separated,	whether	by	race,	nation,	or	occupational	hierarchies,	capital	
will	succeed	in	extracting	their	labor	power	for	profit.	
This	dissertation	showed	that	workers	are	capable	of	shaping	the	large-scale	
path	of	capitalist	development	in	wealthy	democracies	by	mobilizing	to	protect	their	
rights	against	employer	discretion.	Growth	in	the	tech	sector	may	mean	more	tech	
workers,	but	it	implies	neither	increased	inequality	nor	increased	precarity.	
Nonetheless,	the	future	is	anything	but	rosy	and	these	findings	should	be	
understood	alongside	their	limitations,	which	are	significant.	Despite	the	promise	of	
a	politically	active	working	class	emerging	from	the	tech	sector,	the	challenges	are	
as	immense	as	those	facing	any	other	segment	of	the	working	class.	This	
dissertation	has	suggested	what	such	an	opening	might	look	like.	Realizing	working	
class	solidarity	among	tech	workers	is	only	conceivable	once	its	possibility	has	been	
elucidated	and	its	challenges	articulated.	
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Date	 Subject	 Location	
July	27,	2014	 Former	Siemens	Worker	
Personal	
communication	
September	16,	2014	
Former	CWA	Official,	Local	
9423	 San	Jose	
September	19,	2014	
Former	Site	Executive,	IBM	
San	Jose	 Telephone	
October	8,	2014	
Former	Software	Manager,	
IBM	San	Jose	 telephone	
October	9,	2014	
Former	Works	Councilor,	
Siemens	 Munich	
October	13,	2014	 Former	IG	Metall	Organizer	 Augsburg	
October	24,	2014	
Former	Infineon	Works	
Councilor	 Munich	
October	24,	2014	
Former	Siemens	Works	
Councilor	 Munich	
October	29,	2014	
Director,	Division	of	Labor	
Relations,	Siemens	AG	 Munich	
November	1,	2014	 Former	IG	Metall	Official	 Berlin	
November	10,	2014	 Former	Siemens	Worker	 Munich	
November	13,	2014	
Former	Siemens	Works	
Councilor	 Munich	
November	14,	2014	
Former	Infineon	Works	
Councilor	 Munich	
November	17,	2014	 Infineon	Worker	 Munich	
November	19,	2014	 Former	Siemens	Worker	 Munich	
November	20,	2014	 Former	Siemens	Worker	 Munich	
November	20,	2014	 Former	Siemens	Worker	 Munich	
December	16,	2014	 Former	Siemens	Worker	 Munich	
January	7,	2015	 Former	Siemens	Worker	 Munich	
January	13,	2015	 Infineon	Worker	 Munich	
January	22,	2015	 Former	Infineon	Worker	 Munich	
February	12,	2015	 Former	Infineon	Worker	 Munich	
March	2,	2015	 Former	CWA	Organizer	 Oakland	
March	3,	2015	
Former	Programmer,	IBM	San	
Jose	
Walnut	Creek,	
CA	
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March	7,	2015	
Former	Site	Manager,	IBM	San	
Jose	 San	Francisco	
March	9,	2015	 Former	Engineer,	IBM	San	Jose	 San	Jose	
March	19,	2015	
Former	Engineering	Manager,	
IBM	San	Jose	 San	Jose	
March	22,	2015	 Former	Manager,	IBM	San	Jose	 San	Jose	
March	24,	2015	
Former	National	Organizing	
Director,	CWA	 telephone	
March	26,	2015	
Former	Engineering	Manager,	
IBM	San	Jose	
Mountain	View,	
CA	
March	27,	2015	 Former	Manager,	IBM	San	Jose	 San	Jose	
April	9,	2015	
Former	Software	Engineer,	
IBM	San	Jose	 San	Jose	
October	11,	2015	
Former	Engineer,	IBM	
Burlington	 Burlington	
October	13,	2015	
Former	Manager,	IBM	
Burlington	 Burlington	
October	13,	2015	 Former	Production	Worker	 Burlington	
October	13,	2015	
Former	Technical	Manager,	
IBM	Burlington	 Burlington	
October	14,	2015	
Former	Engineering	Manager,	
IBM	Burlington	 Burlington	
October	14,	2015	
Former	Organizer	and	
Engineer,	IBM	Burlington	 Burlington	
October	15,	2015	
Former	Engineering	Manager,	
IBM	Burlington	 Burlington	
October	15,	2015	
Former	Organizer	and	
Engineer,	IBM	Burlington	 Burlington	
October	15,	2015	
Former	Organizer	and	
Production	Worker,	IBM	
Burlington	 Burlington	
October	16,	2015	
Former	Engineering	Manager,	
IBM	Burlington	 Burlington	
October	16,	2015	 Former	Production	Engineer	 Burlington	
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